





Starting wrong? The trouble with a 


























1 This chapter is based on an earlier publication (URBAN, M. 2015. Starting wrong? A critical perspective on 
the latest permutation of the debate on the quality of early childhood provision. In: MATTHES, M., 
PULKKINEN, L., PINTO, L. M. & CLOUDER, C. (eds.) Improving the Quality of Childhood in Europe. 
Brussels: Alliance for Childhood European Network Foundation.) It has been revised, updated and new content 

























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































A tentative conclusion: it is possible and necessary to move beyond 
the quality paradigm 
At	the	launch	of	the	first	Starting	Strong	report,	in	Stockholm	in	2001,	Peter	Moss	talked	about	the	
important	role	shared	learning	across	national	boundaries	can	play	in	our	efforts	to	create	a	better	
understanding	of	what	early	childhood	services	can	be	about,	and	how,	in	the	light	of	the	shared	
perspectives,	we	might	go	about	transforming	our	practices.	In	his	presentation,	he	drew	attention	
to	what	he	called	the	conundrums	of	this	kind	of	cross-national	work:	
‘Cross-national	studies	of	early	childhood	can	lose	sight	of	the	child.	Or	rather,	their	focus	on	
structures	and	technologies	runs	the	risk	of	producing	an	image	of	the	child	as	a	universal	
and	passive	object,	to	be	shaped	by	early	childhood	services	–	to	be	developed,	to	be	
prepared,	to	be	educated,	to	be	cared	for.	There	may	be	little	sense	for	the	child	as	a	social	
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actor,	situated	in	a	particular	historical	and	spatial	context,	living	a	childhood	in	these	
services,	and	making	her	own	meanings	from	the	experience.’	
(Moss,	2001)	
As	I	am	writing	this,	early	childhood	practitioners	all	around	the	globe	are	committing	their	
professional	activities,	often	under	difficult	circumstances	and	in	inappropriate	work	conditions	to	
making	sure	all	young	children,	their	families	and	communities	stay	firmly	in	the	picture,	and	that	
their	rights	as	human	beings	and	citizens	are	honoured.	They	need	the	support	of	scholars	and	
researchers,	and	of	the	organised	‘big	players’	in	the	field.	With	Starting	Strong	II	the	OECD	has	
demonstrated	that	international	comparative	reviews	can	be	attentive	to,	and	respectful	of	local	
practices	that	are	put	under	their	critical	evaluative	lens.	They	can	contribute	to	an	increasingly	
global	conversation	about	how	we	relate	to	young	children	–	and	what	these	relationships	teach	us	
about	ourselves	(as	members	of	the	human	society,	as	a	profession	and	a	discipline).	Instead	of	
simple,	decontextualized	comparisons	and	the	naïve	‘cultural	borrowing’	(Alexander,	2000)	that	
promises	to	make	what	works	there,	work	here	(Urban	and	Dalli,	2011),	reports	like	Starting	Strong	II	
help	reflect	on	our	own,	local	practices	in	the	light	of	diverse	international	scenarios:		
‘Taken	for	granted	assumptions	and	understandings	of	childhood	can	become	visible,	and	so	
subject	to	deliberation	and	confrontation.	In	this	way,	for	example,	cross-national	work	can	
contribute	to	making	childhood	contestable.	But	for	this	to	happen,	the	starting	point	for	
cross-national	work	needs	to	be‚	how	is	childhood	constructed	here?	What	is	the	image	of	
the	child	here?’	
(Moss,	2001)	
Reading	through	Starting	Strong	III	leaves	me	with	a	feeling	of	unease.	Despite	its	claims	to	
continuity	within	the	Starting	Strong	‘analytical	framework’	the	toolbox	is	a	step	back	to	the	‘focus	
on	structures	and	technologies’	(Moss,	2001)	that	we	thought	we	had	left	behind	in	favour	of	more	
democratic,	systemic	and	value-based	approaches	to	‘quality’.	Not	yet,	I’m	afraid.	
Europe	seems	unable	to	escape	the	discourse	of	technocratic	control	(managementality)	of	early	
childhood	practices.	Policy	and	the	mainstream	of	early	childhood	research	and	scholarship	are	
caught	in	a	self-referential	cycle	of	evidence	that	perpetuates	narrow	ideas	of	quality	and	continues	
to	promote	more-of-the-same	policies	and	practices	to	increasingly	complex	life	experiences	of	
children,	families	and	communities.	In	the	other	corners	of	the	globe,	meanwhile,	interesting	
developments	are	taking	place	in	so-called	‘developing’	countries.	Colombia,	to	give	just	one	
example	among	several	from	Latin	America,	has	recently	adopted	an	ambitious	early	childhood	
policy	framework	that	takes	the	notion	of	quality	into	new	directions.	Acknowledging	the	need	for	a	
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systemic	approach	(competent	system!)	the	framework	brings	together	areas	of	health	and	well-
being,	education,	social	cohesion,	and	equality	in	an	attempt	to	address	human	development	in	the	
broadest	sense.	Such	an	approach	is	a	bare	necessity	in	a	highly	diverse	country	like	Colombia.	
Considering	the	lived	experience	of	children,	families	and	communities	that	are	supposed	to	gain	
most	from	attending	‘high	quality’	early	childhood	provision	–	highest	benefits	for	the	most	
disadvantaged	(Council	of	the	European	Union,	2010)	–	European	policy	makers	would	be	well	
advised	to	abandon	their	Eurocentric	world	view	and	learn	from	forward	looking	initiatives	like	the	
one	taken	by	Colombia.	Shifting	the	paradigm	requires	a	sustained	interest	in	the	bigger	picture:	An	
extended	systemic	approach	that	recognises	all	dimensions	of	a	‘competent	system’	and	the	‘critical	
ecology’	of	theory	and	practice	(Urban,	2012b).	Such	an	approach	would	enable	us	to	move	beyond	
dichotomies	in	thinking	that	are	no	longer	appropriate	in	contexts	of	diversity,	multiplicity	and	
fragmentation.	As	Rosi	Braidotti	puts	it	‘present	day	Europe	is	struggling	with	multiculturalism	at	a	
time	of	increasing	racism	and	xenophobia.	The	paradoxes,	power	dissymmetries	and	fragmentations	
of	the	present	historical	context	rather	require	that	we	shift	the	political	debate	from	the	issue	of	
differences	between	cultures	to	differences	within	the	same	culture’	(Braidotti,	2002,	p.	14).	A	
recognition	of	the	margins	within	would	involve,	I	want	to	suggest,	a	respectful	interest	in,	and	
learning	from	indigenous	ways	of	being,	knowing	and	doing	–	ontologies,	epistemologies	and	
methodologies	as	a	way	to	interrogate	the	situation	of	marginalised	communities	in	Europe.	As	a	
profoundly	political	project,	research	into	what	entails	‘quality’	for	whom	–	and	who	decides	–	
would	prioritise	why	questions	over	how,	and	critical	positionality	over	supposed	neutrality	(Jones	et	
al.,	2014).	The	project	of	quality	might	yet	be	transformed	into	a	project	of	social	justice	and	radical	
critical	inquiry.	
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